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31 From Farms to Consumers
An Introduction to Supply Chains for Local Foods
Miguel I. Gómez and Michael S. Hand
The term local foods conjures vivid and specific images among consumers, 
food connoisseurs, and scholars. Many people think of the fresh young 
vegetables and the first ripe strawberries that appear in farmers markets 
in the spring and the apples and winter squash that herald fall’s arrival 
at the end of the market season. For others, what comes to mind is a 
roadside farm stand, discovered by accident during a Saturday drive out 
of town and packed with a variety of straight- from- the- field produce. 
More and more, the picture of local foods also includes signs in super-
markets identifying certain products as local, and stories from farmers 
about how their food was produced.
These images are a growing part of how people think about their 
food when they fill their grocery cart (or canvas bag or farm share box). 
Yet these images tell only a part of the story. Where we purchase food 
and where it comes from (in particular, its geographic origin) does not 
always reveal how local food gets to the point of sale or why it is sold 
touting some characteristics and not others. The promotional flyer we 
might read at the supermarket meat counter about the nearby farmer of 
grass- fed beef likely does not describe the importance of interdependent 
business relationships between the farm, slaughterhouse, and retailer. 
Neither does the bin full of the season’s first apples at the farmers market 
tell you about the grower’s significant investment in transportation and 
marketing activities that allow him to sell in multiple markets each week.
The stories behind the images describe the people, processes, and 
relationships— that is, all the segments of the supply chain— that put local 
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foods into consumers’ hands. The supply chains for local foods, like those 
of more mainstream products that account for the vast majority of food 
consumed in the United States, remain largely hidden from consumer 
view. Yet it is within these supply chains that the food characteristics and 
the information consumers value are determined. As local foods become 
a more important part of the U.S. food system, our understanding of the 
inner workings of food supply chains deserves more attention.
A Growing Trend in Food and Agriculture
U.S. consumer interest in local foods has increased sharply in recent 
years. Although sales of locally grown food still account for only a small 
share of total domestic food sales, this is believed to be one of the fastest 
growing segments of the U.S. food system. Interest in local foods stems 
from a variety of potential and perceived benefits, including economic, 
environmental, health, food safety, and rural development benefits. Some 
believe that local food supply chains provide several advantages over the 
mainstream supply chains that provide products to supermarkets. These 
might include preserving local landscapes and family farms, strengthening 
of local and regional economies, and providing fresher, higher quality food 
products. Certain consumer segments are actively seeking local foods in 
a variety of outlets, and there is evidence from anecdotal observations 
and from controlled economic experiments that some consumers are 
willing to pay higher prices for local foods.
These trends are prompting changes across a spectrum of food sup-
ply chains. Farmers’ increased utilization of direct marketing channels 
such as farmers markets and a variety of community supported agri-
culture business models is providing an important market mechanism 
linking farmers and consumers.1 Some argue that direct market chan-
nels give farmers more control over distribution and allow them to 
capture a higher share of retail value in comparison to selling through 
mainstream intermediaries. At the same time, these channels offer an 
alternative outlet for consumers to seek local fresh products directly 
from the source. But direct marketing channels are not the only 
channels through which locally grown foods are made available to con-
sumers. A number of mainstream supermarkets, which are remarkably 
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resilient and quick to adapt, see these trends as an opportunity to sat-
isfy customer demand for local foods and to increase customer loyalty. 
However, it is not clear that this is an effective channel for meeting the 
rapidly growing demand for local food products; and there is uncer-
tainty about the long run prospects for a significant “re- localization” of 
supermarket offerings.
Interest also extends to federal, state, and municipal policymakers, 
who seek to marshal significant resources to support local food systems. 
Local foods are increasingly being incorporated into programs to reduce 
food insecurity, support small farmers and rural economies, improve 
healthy eating habits, and foster closer connections between farmers 
and consumers. Local governments, for example, are implementing an 
array of training programs for vendors and farmers market managers 
to improve skills in running local food supply chains. Municipalities 
are also making capital investments in infrastructure to facilitate the 
development of supply chains for local foods. Today many states and 
cities have food policy councils centered on promoting local foods. In 
addition, there is strong interest in increasing the share of local foods, in 
particular fresh fruits and vegetables, in the federal Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program (snap).The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(usda) administers several grant and loan- guarantee programs that can 
potentially support local food supply chains. In the regulatory arena, an 
emerging issue is the differential treatment regarding food safety and 
product traceability that the federal government uses with direct market 
supply chains relative to their mainstream counterparts.
Despite the growing importance of local food supply chains to con-
sumers, food supply chain members, and policymakers, relatively little is 
actually known about them. Nor is the performance of local food supply 
chains well understood in terms of economic, human health, environ-
mental, and social effects. To understand the local food phenomenon 
better, this book offers a rigorous comparison of local and mainstream 
supply chains in multiple social, economic, and environmental dimen-
sions, using the case study method. The fifteen case studies and the 
systematic comparison of case study findings are intended to shed light 
on the factors that will influence the structure, size, and performance of 
local supply chains in coming years.
Buy the Book
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What Can We Learn About Local Food Supply Chains?
A consequence of the rapid growth in local foods is that our understand-
ing of these marketing arrangements has struggled to keep pace with 
interest in them. In some ways, this makes for a more interesting envi-
ronment to study. Producers large and small are trying new strategies to 
enter different markets or create new market niches where none existed 
before. Consumers are seeking a broader array of products and product 
characteristics and are increasingly open to obtaining food through dif-
ferent market outlets. This results in an abundance of new and creative 
approaches to food supply chains, some more successful than others and 
many not yet well understood.
Much has been written about the different examples of local food 
marketing, the demands and motivations of consumers, and the poten-
tial costs and drawbacks of an expanding local foods sector. There have 
also been numerous attempts to probe the potential of local foods, or 
other alternative food marketing arrangements, to contribute to a more 
just and sustainable food system. Yet our current understanding of local 
foods often either ignores how food moves from producers to consum-
ers or makes assumptions about this process that may not be realistic.
In this volume we attempt to “catch up” with the growth in local foods 
by better understanding how local foods move from producers to con-
sumers. We focus on the relationships and arrangements that make up 
food supply chains, observe how they are organized when food moves 
through local supply chains compared to mainstream supply chains, 
and ask why these arrangements may differ between supply chain types.
At the most basic level, these observations help illustrate how local 
foods are being introduced or reintroduced into the broader food system. 
For example, do we tend to observe local foods moving through entirely 
new pathways from producers to consumers, or do they rely on exist-
ing infrastructure, knowledge, and relationships (which may have been 
developed for more mainstream supply chains) to provide consumers 
with the food and product characteristics they demand? The answer to 
this type of question has implications for how we think local foods will 
develop in the future.
Understanding the “how” and “why” of local food supply chains also 
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provides a basis for answering some of the thornier questions about 
local foods, such as whether barriers to growth in local foods exist (and 
why they might exist), and how barriers could be removed. In all sorts 
of markets there are barriers and costs to entry, and there are structural 
market forces that determine who participates and what supply chains 
look like. These features depend on relationships between supply chain 
partners upstream and downstream from any one entity. Yet we know 
little of these relationships as they pertain to local food supply chains.
Other topics are increasingly making their way into the public dis-
course on local foods, with a particular focus on the role of local foods 
in public policies and programs. Questions about measures of supply 
chain performance, such as the prices and availability of local foods, the 
potential of local foods to provide public benefits (like improved envi-
ronmental quality or better nutritional outcomes), and the prospects for 
growth in local foods are difficult to answer for a segment of the food 
sector that is growing so rapidly.
Of particular difficulty is answering the question of why we might think 
that local foods, and the supply chains that deliver them to consumers, 
differ from other marketing arrangements in how they perform. That is, 
what aspects of local food supply chains suggest that they may provide 
certain public benefits, and what does this mean for public policies and 
programs designed to support local foods? Our goal is to use observations 
from supply chain case studies to begin to describe better the distin-
guishing characteristics of local food supply chains and to ground the 
resulting discussion more concretely in how food supply chains operate.
Using Case Studies to Understand Supply Chains
One of the reasons why little research has focused on supply chains for 
local foods is that information on supply chains is sparse and difficult to 
gather. Most research on food and agriculture systems uses data sources 
that describe individual segments of supply chains. For example, the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture gathers comprehensive information 
about activities on the farm using the Census of Agriculture and the 
Agricultural Resource Management Survey. Data from these sources also 
provide some information about how food (and non- food agricultural 
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products) is marketed. Yet these and other sources focused on individual 
entities in the supply chain have difficulty describing how an entire sup-
ply chain operates.
In this volume we use a series of case studies to understand better how 
local food supply chains operate.2 We examine supply chains for five food 
items, one each in five different locations. We study supply chains for 
apples in Syracuse, New York; blueberries in Portland, Oregon; spring 
mix in Sacramento, California, beef in the Twin Cities, Minnesota, and 
milk in Washington dc. Each of these product- place combinations can 
yield unique insights into how food— whether local or not— reaches 
consumers. These product- place combinations were selected to allow for 
rich comparative analysis across products and geographic locations. The 
five products represent both plant- and livestock- based foods. Blueberries 
and spring mix are sold fresh and are highly perishable. Apples are also 
sold fresh but can be stored effectively and sold year- round. Beef and 
milk require processing and are available year- round. The five places are 
geographically dispersed and differ considerably in population and per 
capita income. Additional study locations in the Southeast and South-
west would have added still more diversity to the food supply chains 
investigated, but resource constraints limited the number of locations 
that could be studied.
The case study method is used for two complementary reasons. First, 
we use the entire supply chain (at least, up to the point of sale) as the 
unit of observation, and we gather information about how products 
move from producers to consumers in different types of supply chains. 
A case study format, where we gather detailed information across many 
dimensions, allows us to examine how all of the individual segments fit 
together to form a supply chain.
The second reason for using case studies is that the questions we 
ask about supply chains are not easily answered using more traditional 
representative data sets. We are interested in the how and why of supply 
chains and in probing the great variety of ways in which local foods reach 
consumers. However, this type of information is not readily gathered 
through typical survey or census forms. We seek information on relation-
ships and arrangements between supply chain partners and details about 
how many moving parts work together in a supply chain. A detailed case 
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study can provide a more complete picture of the entire supply chain, 
although by design a case study cannot gather this information for a 
representative sample of supply chains.
Case studies of supply chains are appropriate for studying local foods 
because of the significant information component that is necessary to 
distinguish local from nonlocal. In developing this series of studies, we 
recognize that local is not adequately defined by geographic boundar-
ies (e.g., within a state or region) or by the type of market where local 
foods might be found (e.g., farmers markets or community supported 
agriculture programs). Instead, consumers may seek a connection to 
where, how, and by whom their food was produced, information that is 
difficult to obtain through mainstream supply chains. To get this con-
nection requires information to be conveyed through the supply chain.
We hypothesize that how information is conveyed is an important 
factor in determining what a supply chain looks like and how it operates. 
Under this hypothesis a farmers market, for example, may not simply be 
a way for consumers to access farm- fresh products from many producers. 
It is also a vehicle for conveying detailed information directly from those 
who produced the food. But other types of supply chains— both local 
and nonlocal— may convey different types of information and require 
a different supply chain structure. Case studies can help us learn more 
about how information about a product’s origin shapes how it is deliv-
ered to consumers and why we observe differences in structure, size, 
and performance across supply chains.
Key Themes about Local Food Supply Chains
To understand the local food phenomenon better, this volume offers a 
rigorous comparison of local and mainstream supply chains using the 
case study method. The book centers on two broad questions. First, what 
factors influence the structure and size of local food supply chains? Here 
“structure” refers to the configuration of processes, participants, and 
product flows as a product moves from primary production to consum-
ers. “Size” refers to aggregate sales volume as a percentage of total food 
sales for a product category. Second, how do local food supply chains 
compare to mainstream supply chains for key dimensions of economic, 
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environmental, and social performance? By exploring these questions 
we can increase our understanding of the ways in which food products 
can move from farmer to consumer, and we can reveal more nuanced 
supply chain relationships than are commonly recognized in the public 
discourse on local foods.
Several themes emerge as the case studies address these broad ques-
tions. One theme centers on identifying the flow of local foods and the 
corresponding volumes in each channel through which they reach con-
sumers. The interest here is in determining the amount of local foods in 
direct market chains and/or intermediated chains (both mainstream and 
other types of intermediated supply chains). The common perception is 
that local, direct market supply chains tend to be smaller. It is possible 
that limited access to processing and distribution, effects of public regula-
tions and commercial business policies, and a lack of year- round supply 
may hinder growth prospects for local products. The cases presented 
investigate whether local supply chains have the ability to connect with 
the mainstream supermarket supply chain, offering opportunities for 
the expansion of the supply of local foods.
A related issue is that distribution services are handled internally by 
direct market producers and likely require considerable resources. Direct 
market producers may spend considerable time packing, driving, and 
selling at farmers markets. Moreover, distribution costs per unit of prod-
uct may be higher in local intermediated supply chains relative to those 
in mainstream chains. As demand for local food products grows in an 
area, questions arise regarding processing and distribution capacity. The 
reason is that intermediated chains carrying local products may need to 
grow product volumes to the point where they are large enough to gain 
size economies by distributing through mainstream distribution centers.
A second theme highlighted in this book is the role of information 
flows for local foods. Although local foods may be expanded by con-
necting local growers to the supermarket supply chain, the presence 
of intermediaries may complicate establishing and maintaining strong 
connections for consumers about where, how, and by whom their food 
was produced. This is particularly relevant for consumers who value 
the connection with the producer and the perceived impacts of local 
foods on local economies. In direct market chains this information is 
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easily conveyed because it is part of the shopping experience, whereas 
facilitating such information flow in intermediated chains may require 
additional effort, costs, and coordination among supply chain members.
A third theme in this book is the identification of business models 
employed by successful local food supply chains, highlighting their simi-
larities and differences with respect to mainstream chains. In particular, 
the cases studies allow us to examine whether supply chains that carry 
local products tend to share common characteristics and to identify 
the portfolio of marketing channels of producers selling local foods. 
Other elements that affect the performance of local supply chains are 
considered in the cases, including the quality of relationships among 
supply chains members (e.g., trust, information and decision sharing), 
the price- making decision process, and the engagement of collective 
organizations, among others.
The fourth theme centers on the study of interrelated economic, envi-
ronmental, and social performance elements of local supply chains using 
the mainstream channel as a benchmark for comparison. One expects, 
for example, that producers in local food supply chains tend to receive 
a larger share of the retail price. But this comparison must take into 
account that in direct market chains the producer has to assume greater 
responsibility for the supply chain functions, which are often costly. This 
book sheds light on whether producers are financially better off in local 
supply chains, as this depends not only on the share of retail value but 
also on the volume of sales, the size of the price premium they receive, 
and how cost- effectively they can perform additional supply chain func-
tions. Likewise, one expects that longer distance traveled by products 
implies a higher per pound fuel consumption, suggesting that local supply 
chains may perform better than mainstream chains in terms of fuel use 
efficiency. Nevertheless, it is possible that reduced per- unit costs achieved 
through the product aggregation practiced by mainstream supply chains 
outweigh cost differences due to proximity to the consumer.
Finally, a fifth theme throughout the book is the role of public policies 
in shaping the structure of food supply chains. Food safety assurance, 
commercial operating standards, and mandatory certification systems 
may affect smaller food businesses more than larger ones. At the same 
time federal, state, and local governments are designing policies and 
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implementing programs to facilitate the development of local supply 
chains. The case studies reflect the perception of growers, processors, 
distributors, and retailers of local and mainstream supply chains alike, 
regarding the impact of these and several other policy issues that are 
shaping the structure, size, and performance of local supply chains.
Exploring these themes provides a detailed account of how food in local 
and mainstream supply chains reaches consumers. In the next chapter 
we present the theoretical underpinnings of our research hypotheses and 
the research design that guided the study. The following five chapters 
present in detail the supply chain case studies conducted in each location. 
These chapters comprise the empirical core of the book; many of our 
insights and conclusions are derived from observations and cross- case 
comparisons using the supply chain case studies. Chapter 8 analyzes the 
importance of supply chain characteristics in determining the price and 
availability of the products studied in the previous chapters. Of particular 
concern is gaining a better understanding of how products in local sup-
ply chains are positioned in the marketplace.
Chapters 9 through 11 summarize what we have learned in conducting 
the case studies and present our insights on the themes mentioned. Each 
of these essays addresses a broad topic on the current state and future 
of local foods, with insights drawn from the case studies and elsewhere. 
The first, titled “What Does Local Deliver?” asks what changes we might 
expect from a relatively small re- localization of the food system. The 
second, “Can Local Food Markets Expand?” takes what we have learned 
about the barriers to and opportunities for expansion of local foods and 
projects how local food markets might develop from here. The third 
essay, “What Role Do Public Policies and Programs Play in the Growth 
of Local Foods?” examines how public interventions related to local 
foods may or may not influence their development.
Taken together, the case studies and other analyses begin to indi-
cate the way forward for local food supply chains and their place in the 
U.S. food sector. In particular, they suggest that food supply chains are 
increasingly adaptable to new consumer demands and that there is no 
one- size- fits- all supply chain type for local foods. Local foods are clearly 
commanding increasing attention in the food marketplace, and there is 
no sign that activity and interest in local foods is dwindling. However, the 
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expansion path is uncertain and highly dependent on consumer tastes 
and trends, food and agriculture policy, and myriad economic forces at 
local, national, and global scales.
Notes
 1. Community supported agriculture generally refers to arrangements where consum-
ers and producers share the risks and benefits of food production (Holcomb et al. 
2013). These can take many forms. A common example is a subscription service, 
where consumers pay a flat fee at the beginning of the season that entitles them to 
a share of the available product.
 2. The research for the case studies was funded under a series of cooperative agreements 
between usda’s Economic Research Service and four participating universities: 
Cornell University, Oregon State University, the University of California– Davis, and 
the University of Minnesota. Results from that research were originally published 
in King et al. (2010).
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